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literature, and that teaching literature by white women or people of
color requires no new skills. Those scholars who have immersed
themselves in the enigma of humours psychology to teach sixteenthand seventeenth-century drama can also understand the causes and
effects of depression in women; those who read Chaucer's English can
understand Black English; those who can explain Synge's tinkers can

they can decipher Gertrude Stein.
When my colleagues stressed that their purpose is not to teach
sociology but to increase literacy and clarity of thought, I pointed out
that no one seriously believes those qualities to be confined to the
writings of white European males; some psychologists have even
argued that women need to read the works of other women in order to

also explain the Southern sharecropper. If they teach Joyce's Ulysses,
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In order to get some sense of the extent to which
changes in introductory American literature courses
had begun to take place, I conducted a small survey. I
collected syllabi from fifty courses in twenty-five
representative colleges and universities across the
country. These included one- and two-term survey
courses, as well as somewhat more specialized introductory courses. Some of the courses used anthologies; others, individual paperbacks. The institutions
included major private universities and colleges, like
Brown, Williams, the University of Southern California, and Duke; state univer sit ies, like Rutgers and
New Mexico; and women's colleges, Iike Barnard
and Mount Holyoke. A number of additional responses arrived after I had compiled the results; they
simply confirmed what I had found.
I could obviously determine from syllabi only what
was being taught, not how the material was being
approached-though
in some instances the combination of works chosen and their sequence suggested a
certain view about them. Still, I was mostly limited to
counting the number of times a given American author appeared in the course outlines and the approximate amount of time devoted to that author. The
results of these counts are outlined on the chart. In
sum, one finds among the first twenty writers one
white woman, Emily Dickinson . Among the next ten
writers, there are two additional white women, Edith
Wharton and Kate Chopin, and one Black man, Ralph
Ellison, number thirty. The first fifty writers include
six white and no Black women (in addition to the three
named: Sarah Orne Jewett, Anne Bradstreet, and
Flannery O'Connor), and two Black men (Richard
Wright in addition to Ellison).
The influence and limits of anthologies on course
content are illustrated by•the following facts. Bradstreet and Jewett, as well as writers like Charles

sexist assumptions about literary values which helped shape the canon continue to
influence curricula, even in courses conducted by otherwise informed and progressive
teachers. It sometimes seems more difficult for people to question their graduate
training and their cultural presuppositions than old political and social outlooks. In any
case, change in the canon and in course work lags many years behind change in the
intellectual and political assumptions widely shared in the American academy. The
project on ''mainstreaming" work in women 's studies and minorit y studies in American
literature courses can, in this light, be seen as an effort to bring our curricula up to date
with our heterogeneous society and student body.

Chesnutt (who appears in four courses) and Mary
Wilkins Freeman (who appears in three) are present
exclusively by virtue of their inclusion in anthologies.
Thus, a generation of students will be familiar with
one, and probably only one, story by Chesnutt or
Freeman, and four or five particular poems by Bradstreet. On the other hand, even though Frederick
Douglass 's Narrative of his life, one of the most
significant and accessible of American autobiographies, appears in its entirety in the most popular
anthology, it is used in but one of the courses I
surveyed (by contrast, Benjamin Franklin's autobiography appears in eleven courses).
Such facts reflect, in my view, that the racist and
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The numbers show in how many of the fifty courses surveyed each author appears.
When authors appear in the same number of courses, they are listed in sequence
according to the number of hours within the courses devoted to each.
Mark Twain
Walt Whitman
Henry James
Nathaniel Hawthorne
Herman Melville
Edgar Al Ian Poe
William Faulkner
Ralph Waldo Emerson
F. Scolt Fitzgerald
Ernest Hemingway
Henry David Thoreau
**Emily Dickinson
Stephen Crane
Robert Frost
T. S. Eliot
William Carlos Williams

Wallace Stevens
Benjamin Franklin
Edwin Arlington Robinson
Theodore Dreiser
Ezra Pound
Edward Taylor
Jonathan Edwards
Washington [rvmg

*K..!e Chopm
Elli~on
f.:.Jgene O ";.:ill

* R,Jph

*Black male writer

7
7
7
7
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
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William Dean Howells
Sherwood Anderson
'*Edith Wharton
lames Fenimore Cooper

Henry Adams
30
29
Thomas Jefferson
28
e. e. cummings
27
William Cullen Bryant
27
Saul Bellow
24
Robert Lowell
24 **Sarah Orne Jewett
23
Hector St. John de Crevecoeur
23 ** Anne Bradstreet
22
William Bradford
21
Philip Freneau
20
Frank Norris
20
John Dos Passos
17 * Richard Wright
16
Edward Albee
14
Norman Mailer
13 **Flannery O'Connor
11
Bret Harte
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John Crowe Ransom
'Charles Chesnutt
John Winthrop
~ I .angqon Hughes
Vladimir Nabokov
• •Willa Cather
Jack London
Thomas Paine
H ..mlm Garland
**Mary Wilkins Freerr,an
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**White fem ..le writer

Ambrose B i.erce
•Countee Cullen

5
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4
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